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Aftermath 
I don't talk to the driver. I watch from the back window. A long endless stretch of freeway speeds the taxi towards a city 
shimmering in the heat. Past vast, flat, endless, hazy, yellow 
acres. An occasional derelict farmhouse anchors itself against 
the relentless blue sky. It feels like the entire country of Ireland 
- north and south of the border - could fit in the space 
between Melbourne airport and the city. 
Belfast, where I have come from, is one of the world's great 
deepwater harbours. Cave Hill, Divis Mountain and Black 
Mountain ... for the fair hills of Holy Ireland ... not that you'd 
know it. Rubble, barbed wire and graffiti. The Prods on the 
Shankhill Road live only two blocks from us Catholics on the 
Falls Road. I've lived all my life with the enemy living two blocks 
away from me. Living in hostile territory with people who want 
to kill me. You learn to keep your head down, keep moving, no 
staring. You learn to look up quick, scan the faces, then eyes 
back down on the pavement. Keep a wary eye on parked cars 
and no lingering. 
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I flip the passport. ove~ and over in my hand and stare at 
the picture. I recognise the face but not the name. I scrawl 
an unfamiliar signature laboriously in the hotel register. In 
Australia, in the endless fluorescence, I try to find somewhere 
to hide. I move around the city, restless, uneasy. I try to lose 
myself. I take a tram, and from a flat St Kilda beach I gaze across 
a flat expanse of bay. To the south, at the point where the endless 
blue sky meets the sea, there is nothing. Only distance. At the 
end of the earth the horizon falls away in every direction. The 
relentless sun beating down makes me dizzy. 
For the next six months in Australia, I pull beers in a pub -
an 'Irish' pub. A chain ofDisneyed Irish pubs delivers 'the old 
craie' to punters. For six months I pull beers and Guinness and 
am expected to deliver some old banter to punters. 
'Give us a Black and Tan, mate?' 
In the time it takes to fill the glass rve scanned the room. 
fve memorised the face of every punter in the pub - old habits 
die hard. 
'Why so quiet, mate? I thought all you Irish were funny 
bastards?' 
I want to tell the stupid prick that at the end of the First World 
War ex-British soldiers were recruited for duties in Ireland -
Black and Tans - vicious, murdering bastards they were. 
'I thought you Irish could talk under wet cement?' 
I want to tell him that every time a door slams or a glass 
falls rm thinking it's a spray job coming and I have to resist the 
urge to throw myself on the floor to avoid the bullets. I want to 
tell him that in West Belfast, the Ireland I come from, the Brits 
carry guns that can stop a bloody charging bull elephant. I 
want to tell him that if you shoot at a patrol through a window, 
the -Brits can aim one of their guns and shoot a hole through 
the fucking wall. 
Instead, I smile and pull another beer. The things I want to 
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talk about have as much value to the punters as tits on a bull or 
balls on the fucking Pope. To the punters, Ireland is a land of 
fucking fairies, pixies and leprechauns. 
When I was a kid, we played IRA men and British soldiers 
with stick rifles. We would beat the shite out of each other. 
Cowboys and Indians. Later, there was always rioting going on. 
It was just a bit of fun. We used to have some fucking laughs. It's 
a fucking high. You don't think about killing or being killed. I 
was a hard man and it was a great thing to be. When I joined 
the 'RA, I learned some fucking brilliant tricks. You can pack 
explosives in a hole in a wall and wire it up to a photosensitive 
cell. Stick a poster over the top slagging off the squaddies or 
some shite, the poor buggers come out on patrol; rip off the 
poster, the light hits the cell and boom. Job done. 
In my break, out the back next to the dumpster amongst all 
the crap, I sit on a box and pinch a fag between two trembling 
fingers. I draw the smoke deep, deep down. 
* 
July 29, 1981: Target's picked. No questions. Nothing about why. 
You just do your job. You are lying on the ground next to the 
van firing at uniforms. You don't look at faces. You aim for the 
uniform. 
* 
I share a squat with two guys I meet at the pub - a cruddy old 
building in the city. On my day off I wander around trying to 
lose myself in the crowd. I usually wind up at the art gallery. It's 
calm and I'm anonymous. I stand in front of a painting and try 
to remember what I'd learnt about art. 
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(There is more to the painted surface than the paint. There 
are signs and traces that refer us to perception and feeling, and 
to social existence ... ' 
I used to like art at school, my favourite subject. Not that I 
let on to the teachers. I remembered Picasso - cubism - like 
crazy paving with body parts. I remember winding up Miss 
O'Grady. 
(Okay, 9B, settle down. Joe Touhy, you can stop rocking on 
your chair and tell me what you can see in this picture.' 
'There's tits, Miss, but someone's given her a right whacking 
because her nose has been thumped to the side of her face. She's 
fucking ugly, Miss.' 
It was just too good an opportunity. The class erupted and a 
legend was born. I was a hero. Well worth the cuts and detention 
I suffered later. I had to apologise to the class and to my teacher. 
I meant it, too. I liked her, Miss O'Grady. She wanted me to 
stay at school. She said I had it in me. Of course me Ma, Bernie, 
agreed with her. I said I had it in me to leave and that I had a job 
to do and a place lined up on the dole queue at the post office. 
Picasso drew a picture of a Minotaur caressing a sleeping 
girl. Miss O'Grady said that it reminded her of the old Irish 
myth of the two bulls, T;iin Bo Cuailnge. Two men are 
transformed into two bulls, Donn Cuailnge and Finnbhennach 
Ai. The rulers of Connacht and Ulster each boast the size of 
their bulls, ignoring warnings that the gods had created the 
bulls to cause trouble. Night falls and a battle rages across all of 
Ireland. The people can hear the roar and fury of the battle all 
through the night. Finally, Donn Cuailnge kills Finnbhennach 
Ai, but in the process is mortally wounded. Before dying, 
Donn Cuailnge, the Lord of the Dead, turns on the women 
and children and slaughters them. She said it was a metaphor. 
I thought it sounded like some old shite. When I left school she 




I can't sleep. I try to imagine the yellow lights of the house in 
West Belfast casting shadows over the street, tiny shards of 
broken glass glinting between the rubble and the bricks. The 
bruise grey sky. Shit. Stupid to be homesick for that bloody 
miserable weather. I try to imagine Keira. I can almost picture 
her brushing her teeth in the sink or watching the telly 
downstairs. If I close my eyes I can see us in my room. Above my 
bed there's that stupid picture of the Sacred Heart. I'm lying on 
my back bouncing a football against the ceiling, and Keira has 
that Picasso picture in her hands. If I close my eyes tight I can 
imagine her fighting with me. And laughing. And making up. 
'Why do you keep this then? You must fancy that teacher.' 
'Don't be stupid.' 
'Well, you won't mind if I have it then.' 
'Give it here.' 
'See, I was right, you do fancy her, probably more than me.' 
'C'mon Keira, don't be like that.' 
'You fancy that teacher and you're breaking my heart.' 
'C'mon Keira, give us a cuddle?' 
'You don't deserve me. You know that, don't you?' 
'I know I don't, you tell me often enough.' 
'0' h- kl' 1, c ee . 
If I close my eyes I can almost taste her. 
* 
The room is hot and airless. I open the window. A stench 
of piss floats up from the street. In my dream I am roaming a 
labyrinth. I stumble along in the darkness trying to find my 
way out, dreading every twist and turn, unable to resist being 
289 
Kathryn Keeble 
drawn forward. A monster dwells in the labyrinth; I can hear 
its shrieks. When I finally reach the centre a beautiful girl is 
sleeping. I reach out to her. A sword pierces the monster's heart 
and I realise the monster is me. Splayed. A grotesque, bellowing 
wreck reduced by one thrust. Death finds me wallowing in 
blood and shit and vomit. 
'Joe. Wake up, Joe.' 
My throat is dry. I can hear some wretched, bloody animal 
in the distance howling- painful, wracking sobs. I'm thinking 
to myself, Someone should put it out of its misery. 
I open my eyes. I am lying curled up in a ball on the floor. 
'Joe. Are you okay, Joe?' 
It takes almost a minute to register that the wretched 
sobbing animal is me. 
'Shit Joe, you scared me. You've been screaming.' 
'Did I say anything?' 
'Just the same name, over and over. Keira.' 
* 
July 29, 1981: And then I saw him and he saw me. Puck, he was 
terrified. Danny. Sitting in the fucking back of the fucking PIG. 
A kid. A fucking kid. I can't fire at a fucking kid. What the hell 
are we doing here aiming a mortar at a fucking kid. Thinkfast. 
'Pull out!' 
'What!' 
'Fucking pull out!' 
* 
On my day off, I go to the art gallery and stand in front of a 
painting of a coast washing away. A woman in the picture seems 
to be dissolving. There is a man in the foreground; his mind is 
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corroding. In this place where the blue sky meets the sea, my 
memory is fading. I find it hard to remember Keira's face. I'm 
standing in front of this bloody painting and I'm gulping down 
tears. Jesus. Me. I'm a hard man. A rebel and a soldier. And 
I'm falling apart. For twenty-two years I had a reason and a 
purpose. In one frantic moment I changed my future. I keep . 
thinking about having that moment back. I thi~k about what 
has happened to me, what I have done. Would I need to change 
every moment leading to that one single moment? Thinking 
does your bloody head in. 
* 
july 29, 1981: Shite. The plan was to hit the PIG with the mortar, 
and if anyone jumped out we start shooting. Whack, whack, 
whack. Shite. 
cFuck it, Brendan, pull out!' 
(No, you shit-scared bastard. Our orders are to-' 
Three quick shots. Bang, bang, bang. And I legged it. Merciful 
fuck, what have I done. 
* 
There's a saying in Ireland: if you live through the winter, the 
devil wouldn't kill you in summer. Going home from this 
endless summer, I feel dead already. 
I crouch low down in an alleyway behind an old rotting 
mattress and a pile of stinking garbage. From this vantage point 
I can see, more or less, the whole street. I wait, possibly fifteen 
minutes, maybe ten. Now or never. I sprint the few metres from 




'M ' a ... 
'Joe! Oh God! Joe ... ' 
'It's fine, Ma- I had to see you, Ma. Take care of her for me. 
I love you.' 
I hear the sound of the door as it bursts open and slams 
against the hall mirror. Shattered glass crunches under boots. 
Those same boots kick the back of my knees and I slump 
forward. The barrel of the gun presses against the back of my 
head. 
'Joe Touhy, you fucking traitorous bastard, you've been 
found guilty of the murder of an IRA brother.' 
The Druids believed that death is only a changing of place. 
The Formorii, the Lords of Darkness, hover at the edge of the 
ocean waiting to transport souls to Tech Duinn, the realm of 
the dead. I'd travelled to the edge of the ocean and now the 
Formorii were waiting for me. 
I lift my head and smile at Bernie. Her mouth is wide open 
- she is screaming but I can't hear her. At the moment of dying 
you don't think of dying. I'd wasted so much time thinking 
about nothing else. And now all I can think about is a vast 
sunny sky and it makes me happy. 
* 
Cead mile failte sa bhaile romhat. 
A hundred thousand welcomes home to you. 
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